A learner’s perspective on word order change in embedded contexts

A key characteristic of language change is the spread of innovative features in a
linguistic system. Sometimes, a new feature may completely replace an older feature,
sometimes a new feature may carve its own niche and co-exist with older
constructions. One way in which innovations can spread is by lexical diffusion, e.g.
from verb to verb. This can pose a significant challenge to learners: are the patterns
that they encounter in their input the result of a productive rule or are all instances
contingent on specific lexical items? The grammar that learners deduce may thus
deviate considerably from that of the previous generation(s). This process may act as
a mechanism that causes previously unproductive rules to become productive, or
conversely, productive rules to become unproductive. In this talk, we present two case
studies on the role of learning in lexical diffusion contexts. The first study focuses on -
ing-complements (e.g. / like [eating delicious cheddar]) — a relatively recent innovation
in English that has been gaining ground since Early Modern English. Using Yang’s
(2016) Tolerance and Sufficiency Principles (TSP) to model historical learners against
historical corpus data, we test whether learners at different stages of the development
may have formed generalisations that contributed to the spread of -ing-complements.
The results of our analysis indicate that no such generalisations were formed. We
propose an alternative priming-based account in which other -ing-forms (e.g.
progressives) contributed to the spread of -ing-complements. The second case study
investigates the spread of V2 in embedded contexts. Although most Germanic
languages allow embedded V2 in restricted contexts, Yiddish and Icelandic are often
characterised as languages with a generalised embedded V2 system. At least in the
case of Yiddish, the present-day generalised system developed from a more restricted
system. We present results from a pilot study using artificial language learning that
tested whether a learner-based account may explain such a change.
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Language learners forming generalisations during acquisition can cause previously
unproductive rules of a grammar to become productive (or vice versa). [We|Walkden
& Meisezahl] present two case studies that investigate the role of learning in the
spread of -ing-complements and embedded V2.



